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Review: The Politics of Writing Centers
Nelson, Jane, and Kathy Evertz, eds.

Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook- Heinemann, 2001.
by Jill Pennington

Perhaps the most compelling argument for this anthology as an important addition to
writing center scholarship lies not within the pages of the book, but instead within a por-

tion of the 2000-2001 Writing Centers Research Project survey data Christopher Ervin
provides in the September, 2002, edition of The Writing Lab Newsletter. Ervins survey
reveals that of 194 writing center directors polled, only 46% reported having held their
positions for more than five years, and, of the remaining 54%, roughly 12% had held their
positions for less than one year. We've known all along that the writing center community
is characterized by a large pool of transient student staff, but these data reveal that it is also

characterized by an overwhelming percentage of relatively inexperienced, and perhaps
transient, administrators as well.

Each time I attend the International (formerly National) Writing Centers Association
conference or a regional or statewide writing center conference, I hear certain "veterans"
in our field expressing frustration with the many presentations and publications that seem

to merely rehash all the "old issues" (such as: What do we call ourselves? Where do we sit-

uate ourselves within our institutions? How do we earn recognition for the work we do?)
without furthering the thinking in our community. Given Ervin1 s statistics, though, it
shouldn't surprise us that the same issues resurface as new people continually hop aboard
as writing center administrators. We cannot expect newcomers to be aligned overnight with

experienced writing center staff in terms of the issues concerning them. And we cannot
shut the door on "old" issues, assuming that we have solved them once and for all. Ervins
data serve to support the argument that while this scenario may make it difficult to collecAbout the Author
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tively move ahead in terms of scholarship, it is crucial for the writing center community to

keep important- albeit "old"- issues alive.
I situate my review of The Politics of Writing Centers within this context, because its great-

est strength is a combination of essays that make clear the vitality of important issues and

essays that introduce new ways to problemetize the political and multifaceted dimensions
of our work. John Trimbur's forward provides a fair assessment of the strength of this col-

lection. Trimbur claims this book "doesn't just [my emphasis] summarize what is already
known about the politics of writing centers" and that its "emphasis on the not -quite imag-

ined" (vii) is its real strength.

However, while I agree with Trimbur's assessment, and I applaud the authors for using

politics as an umbrella theme for the anthology, their claim that, "no collection to date
focuses on and explores the terrain of power in which writing centers are located" (xi)
seems a stretch. Perhaps no book about writing centers to date has used the word "politics"
in its title, but I cannot recall reading a single piece of scholarly work during my twelve -year

involvement in the writing center community that hasn't been somehow about politics. The
authors make a plea in the final sentence of the preface urging us to be politically- minded,

but because writing center work is inextricably linked to politics and takes place in a
politically- charged arena, we hardly need such encouragement.
In addition to an over- zealous claim that this book is the first of its kind to explore power

and politics in writing centers, the authors admit to what I see as a much more serious
shortcoming when they state, "we had never once- for a book about the politics of writing
centers- thought about including chapters on race or ethnicity or class in writing centers"

(xiv). Although they claim "shock and horror" (xiv) upon discovering this exclusion, they
make no attempt, in preparing the final manuscript, to be more inclusive. If shock and hor-

ror were truly what they experienced, it seems a delay in publication while another few
chapters were added would have been reasonable. Instead, the book went to press, and the
authors gave a presentation at the 1999 NWCA conference in which they explored its short-

comings. Although credit should be given to Nelson and Evertz for a healthy selfassessment of the book's limitations, a conference presentation is merely a Band -Aid for
what many readers will deem an oversight.
At the end of the preface, the authors offer suggestions to NWCA Press for better inclusion in its publications of issues affecting high- school and community college writing cen-

ter scholars as well as scholars of color and the economically disadvantaged. As a
community college writing center administrator, I appreciated this gesture, and I value the

inclusion of Pamela B. Ghilders and James K. Upton's piece in this collection about high
68 Reviews
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school writing centers. However, the authors' argument would be better supported had they

listened to their own advice. What's more, their final plea in the preface "that one must
resist [my emphasis] writing and speaking only to friends and colleagues in the profession"
(xv), is exactly what they admitted to having done in putting this collection together.

Criticism aside, there are many essays in this book that keep important issues alive. In

Part i of the collection, titled "The Politics of Conversation," Peter Carino 's "Writing
Centers and Writing Programs: Local and Communal Politics," examines the relationship
between writing centers and composition programs and concludes that these relationships

depend heavily on local context and remain necessarily in a state of dynamic change. In
"What's in a Name?" Pat McQueeney shares a stoiy of a fourteen-year-long political strug-

gle within the University of Kansas regarding a lack of shared understanding about the
meaning of the term "writing center." Katherine M. Fischer and Muriel Harris trace the use

of metaphor in describing writing center work and conclude that metaphors need to be
flexible and appropriate to local context and need continually to be assessed and deconstructed. In "Sites for (Invisible) Intellectual Work," Margaret J. Marshall discusses the
challenge of documenting and legitimizing writing center work as scholarship within postsecondary institutions, focusing on the tendency to relegate the position of writing center

director to service or bureaucratic labor instead of faculty work requiring intellectual
know-how. In Part 2 of the book, titled "The Politics of Location," Carol Peterson Haviland,
Carmen M. Fye, and Richard Colby focus on how the writing center's physical location and
institutional/administrative location affect how it functions and whether it is successful.

Although none of these essays offers insights I would consider radically new and different,

each reminds us of important issues and seeks to complicate what we may understand
already.
Equally important in this collection, and perhaps of special interest to experienced writing center staff, are the many essays that break new ground in terms of offering added depth

to our ways of thinking about the challenges we face. In Part 1, Jane Cogie's essay, "Peer

Tutoring: Keeping the Contradiction Productive," encourages us to complicate the polarization between directive and non- directive tutoring by examining the multiple strategies
a tutor might use in a variety of contexts, moving back and forth between more directive and

less directive in the complex interaction that occurs between tutor and student. Like Cogie,
Carrie Shively Leverenz also employs research in her essay titled "Graduate Students in the

Writing Center: Confronting the Cult of (Non) Expertise." Leverenz's most important conclusion is that writing centers support graduate students in slightly different ways than they

support undergraduate students, most important among them by providing opportunities
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to engage in dialogues about writing and discipline -specific knowledge as they prepare to
enter the academy.

Linda K. Shamoon and Deborah H. Burns also offer a new perspective as they analyze the

politics of writing center work from a labor perspective. Their claim is that low- skilled,

generalist tutoring programs- though popular in academic institutions because low skill
equals low cost- support the notion that writing center work is "a regrettably necessary,
low-level service" (72) . Shamoon and Burns further claim that the more writing centers buy
into this mode of staffing, the more we comply with the politics of entrapping ourselves in
a low- skilled, low-level labor model.
In Part 2, Pamela B. Ghilders and James K. Upton discuss the politics of high school writing centers. Their essay offers important insight to those of us unfamiliar with the terrain

of secondary school politics. Ghilders and Upton examine challenges for writing centers in

this setting in terms of pressures from teachers unions over contractual obligations and
potential violations, skepticism from faculty colleagues and administrators, and the challenge of staffing.

In "An Audit of the National Writing Centers Association's Growth," Eric Hobson and
Kelly Lowe offer an analysis of the organization's development since its inception in 198?.
Hobson and Lowe use data gathered from an on-line survey to illustrate how the organization has evolved over the past two decades. Most notable in their analysis is a discussion of
how the role of the organization has grown more complex in its second decade.

Jeanne H. Simpson and Barry M. Maid, in "Lining Up Ducks or Herding Gats? The
Politics of Writing Center Accreditation," make a compelling argument for writing center
accreditation, which they believe will provide a means for writing centers to be less vulner-

able within their local institutions and to participate more fully in the political climate of

college and university missions.
Christina Murphy and Joe Law's final essay in this collection, "The Disappearing Writing

Center Within the Disappearing Academy: The Challenges and Consequences of
Outsourcing in the Twenty- First Century," discusses current pressures placed on academia
by the private sector and makes a grim, although perhaps realistic, prediction that writing
center services run the same risk of being outsourced as courses and other college services.

Although this book may not live up to the authors' claim that it navigates entirely
uncharted terrain, it does offer something of value for new and experienced writing center
directors alike. On first impression I was put off by what I saw as a rehash of many issues

that have been debated endlessly. However, with the help of Ervin's study, I was reminded
of the value of being mindful that, in the words of Simpson and Maid, " [r]ecurring popula 70 Reviews
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tions of newbies will always be with us" (127). Newcomers to our field will bring new ideas
and talents with them but will need to ask the same initial questions and wrestle with the
same vexing challenges the rest of us did before they can fully participate in the community of discourse with which many of us are familiar.
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